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Gracchus came of a plebeian family, which had long been ennobled. His mother was the daughter of the patrician Scipio Africanus. His sister was the wire of the younger Scipio. His father had been a distinguished soldier and administrator. He himself had attracted attention by his services both in Africa and Spain. He was elected as one of the tribunes of the plebs, and he immediately came forward with proposals for the reallotment of the public lands, lands owned by the State, among the poorer citizens. In spite of the Licinian Rogations, the great agrarian law of the fourth century, nearly the whole of those lands had for a long time been in the occupation of the wealthier citizens, whose original illegal possessions had now received the sanction of long prescription. The resumption and distribution of the land was to be placed in the hands of a commission of three annually elected officers, whose business it would be to see that the new law did not become a dead letter.
The resistance of the Senate turned the movement into an attack upon the constitution. They procured a tribune to veto the proposal of Tiberius when he brought it before the Comitia of the Centuries. Tiberius brought forward the proposal a second time, and a second time it was vetoed. Then he took the unconstitutional step of calling upon the Comitia to depose the intervening tribune, which was done, and the law was passed. The Senate were justified in looking upon this tremendous innovation with extreme alarm. The life of Tiberius was in danger, and his one hope lay in his being re-elected to the tribunate, the person of a tribune being sacrosanct. He was at once denounced for attempting to seize despotic power; the Senate succeeded in preventing the new elections from being completed on the day when the tribune's term of office came to an end; there was a wild riot, in the course of which Tiberius was murdered by the aristocratic faction. But in effect Tiberius had inaugurated the revolution, which aimed at giving the Comitia Centuriata the supreme authority through the practical abolition of the senatorial veto, for there was no question at all that what was passed by the Centuries was law.
The law itself was duly put in force, but the commissioners set about resuming public land which had been legally assigned to Latin allies, as well as land which had been illegally occupied The Latins appealed' to Scipio, and Scipio procured the suspension of the activity""" of the commissioners. He had approved of the Sempronian Law (the law introduced by Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus), though he hadfceen utterly opposed to the methods which his brother-in-law had adopted. Immediately afterwards he died, and no one ever doubted that his death was a deliberate murder.
Gaius, the younger brother of Tiberius Gracchus, soon came to the front as a leader of the reforming party. But with him the